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Language and Mobility is the latest monograph by Alastair Pennycook. It is part of the series, 
Critical Language and Literacy Studies. Co-edited by Pennycook, along with Brian Morgan 
and Ryuko Kubota, the series looks at relations of power in diverse worlds of language and 
literacy. As the title indicates, Pennycook’s own volume explores the idea of language 
turning up in ‘unexpected’ places, for example, Cornish in Moonta, South Australia, a 
century or two after it supposedly died with its last speaker. Why is it, Pennycook asks, that 
we expect to find a (particular form of a) language in a particular place? This question is 
generated by a critical project that seeks to leverage the educational potential of everyday 
moments of language use. 
Pennycook’s central image is drawn from Monica Heller’s observation that languages 
float in ‘unexpected places’. According to Heller, the notion of bilingualism gives little 
purchase on the surprising ways that languages morph and move. In developing this line of 
thought, Pennycook does not dwell on linguistic and cultural hybridity, the focus of much 
contemporary scholarship. Instead, he turns attention to expectation itself. His focus is on the 
normative ideologies that inform discourses of expectation about the presence and forms of 
language in a given place. 
Language and Mobility works with some longstanding themes in Pennycook’s work: 
“[w]e do not actually ‘speak languages’, we are not in fact ‘native speakers’ of things called 
languages” (p. 172). These themes are developed through analyses of family documents and 
personal experience. Rather than speak languages, it is suggested, we draw on linguistic 
resources of styles, discourses and genres – a claim illustrated by analyses of farewell 
addresses made to Pennycook’s English grandparents by staff on Indian tea estates (Chapter 
6). Additionally, rather than become native(-like), we become ‘resourceful’ speakers – a 
claim exemplified by personal experience of learning and using the resources of German, 
French, Chinese, Japanese and English (Chapter 5). 
In analysing discourses of expectation about the presence and form of language, 
Pennycook begins from the assumption that linguistic and cultural diversity is commonplace, 
not some peculiarity of globalisation. Even at the height of Empire, for example, metropolitan 
Britain was rich with people, linguistic and cultural practices, objects and thinking from 
abroad. Letters between Pennycook’s grandparents in India and the children they sent ‘Home’ 
to England for education (Chapter 4) serve to illustrate this case. The ordinariness of diversity 
notwithstanding, the presence of certain languages or language forms in certain places can be 
surprising. Pennycook attributes that jolt of the unexpected to modernist thinking about 
people, language and territory, about “what should be where’ (p. 172). The critical move 
involves “undoing the lines of expectation… unexpecting the expected” (p. 172). 
Analysis of expectations produces new ways of understanding some of the big 
political issues that concern TESOL educators. Those mentioned by Pennycook include: the 
position of native speakers in the TESOL field; struggles over language death, language 
revival and language maintenance; and the treatment of refugees who do not fit the linguistic 
profile expected of them by immigration officials, medical and educational practitioners and 
so forth. For readers involved in these and other issues that turn on expectations of ‘what 
language belongs where’, critical analysis of the formation of expectation offers productive 
lines of thinking towards more equitable possibilities. 
In Language and Mobility, Pennycook looks at questions of critical language 
education to which he has returned repeatedly over the years. TESOL, he asserts, must be 
understood in terms of its history of colonialism, missionary endeavour and racism on the one 
hand, and the contemporary experience of globalisation, immigration and discrimination on 
the other. This is terrain where language educators need to be nimble-footed, “seizing small, 
unexpected moments to open the door on a more critical perspective” (p. 147). Moments of 
the unexpected – a non-standard utterance by a student, for example – invite teachers to 
problematise pedagogic practice through reflection on relations of linguistic power and equity. 
Pennycook offers this critical pedagogy of the unexpected as a complement to other versions 
of criticality established in the field: critical thinking to root out bias and lack of logic; and 
the ‘emancipatory modernisms’ that proliferated during the late twentieth century – among 
them, critical discourse analysis (e.g., Fairclough), critical pedagogy (e.g., Giroux), critical 
literacy (e.g., Janks) and language policy critique (e.g., Phillipson). Pennycook does not 
champion any one approach to the critical over any other; his is an argument for 
complementarity: “we need to think critically, to draw on that long history of critical work 
and to problematise our practices” (p. 130). Indeed, he provides an overview of the strengths 
and limitations of all three approaches to critical language education. The challenge for 
educators is to be cognisant of the constraints while making use of the affordances of each 
approach. 
On a personal note, reviewing Language and Mobility has prompted productive thinking 
about some of the politically difficult – and unexpected – situations I have encountered in 
recent years: 
• the distress of an EFL teacher at what was perceived as denial of the right of ‘native’ 
English speakers alone to a language of belonging; and 
• non-Indigenous Australians’ bewilderment as to why Aboriginal languages would be 
taught in urban primary schools rather than a ‘useful foreign language’. 
Pennycook’s ideas about language as local practices that entail emotional affiliation can 
be brought to bear productively on not only these, but also other political issues in the 
TESOL field. I therefore recommend Language and Mobility to teacher educators, 
researchers and teachers who are thinking through critical dimensions of their pedagogic and 
scholarly practices. 
